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This one’s for me.  
  





North Carolina is home to thousands of residents who belong to the Lesbian, 
Gay, Bisexual, Transgender and/or Queer (LGBTQ) community. However, the state 
itself is home to a handful of legislation that excludes LGBTQ people. As a result, 
there are significant civil rights that straight, cisgender residents receive that their 
LGBTQ neighbors lack.  
Over the course of several months, I plan to embark on an ambitious project 
where I research and report on multiple aspects of state legislation into four separate 
longform articles, each totalling between 1,200 - 3,000 words each. I have decided to 
report on bathroom accessibility, hate crime legislation and the practice of 
conversion therapy within the state, among other issues.  
Through covering North Carolina’s LGBTQ community, I will be confronting 
what it means to be a queer person existing in the South. Therefore, queer rurality 
will be at the forefront of every story I write, allowing me to answer some of the 
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INTRODUCTION: 
When Dustin Lance Black, Oscar-winning screenwriter of Milk, the biopic on 
gay rights activist, and San Francisco politician, Harvey Milk, spoke to the Dublin 
Law Society in 2015, he told them: “You can’t change minds by arguing the truths, by 
arguing the law, by arguing the science and the facts. The thing that changes hearts 
and minds, is story.”1  
This speech is recounted by Andrew Reynolds, then a political science 
professor at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill2, in his book, The 
Children of Harvey Milk. He argues that the increasing representation of LGBTQ 
individuals in politics over time has positively influenced the passage of civil rights 
legislation that enhances legal protections for this community, such as same sex 
marriage and employment discrimination. When voters can connect a face to an 
issue, whether it be the gay colleague at the cubicle next to them at work, the out 
actor they watch on television or, in some cases, the child that sits across from them 
at the dinner table, it impacts where they sit on an issue. As Reynolds explains: “The 
‘other’ is now more powerful than even the friendly gay neighbor — the other is now 
part of you, so you are the other. How can I be hateful to my own flesh and blood?”3  
When reporters cover legislation on same sex marriage, housing 
discrimination, or hate crimes, they color their stories with characters that are the 
most affected by them. Studies have shown that when readers make judgements 
about the characters they view, those same judgements extend to the generalizations 
we make about those groups. The same is true for me.  
 
1 Black, Dustin Lance. 
2 “Andrew Reynolds.” politicalscience.unc.edu 
3 Reynolds, 8 
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The decision to pursue this thesis project did not come after sitting through 
hours of North Carolina General Assembly meetings, or pouring over past bills and 
amendments archived online. Instead, it came to me during an interview I had with 
Gray Ellis, the first openly transgender man to run for elected office in North 
Carolina.4 I, a cisgender queer woman, sat in his office in Pittsboro, N.C. and listened 
as he, a well-established lawyer over 20 years my senior, retold the story of coming 
out to his teenage son. He was sobbing. It’s a somber image that has remained with 
me longer than even the most incendiary line in a legal memo. 
Although North Carolina has more elected LGBTQ officials than other states 
in the South, its LGBTQ inclusive legislation, or lack thereof, gives it a low overall 
LGBTQ policy tally compared to the rest of the country.5 The state has passed three 
anti-LGBTQ laws since 2015, and its passage of the controversial HB2 bill has put it 
in the national spotlight, including a denouncement from then-sitting president 
Barack Obama. “The laws that have been passed there are wrong and should be 
overturned,” Obama said during a news conference in London, days after HB2’s 
passage on April 22, 2016. “I just disagree with them when it comes to respecting the 
rights of all people, whether they are transgender, or gay or lesbian.”6  
For my thesis project, I am proposing four longform news stories that are each 
dedicated to a different part of North Carolina’s state legislature. I argue that each of 
these pieces of state legislation, from hate crimes to public bathroom access to 
conversion therapy, all deny specific protections and affirmations of civil rights to its 
LGBTQ residents. Each piece will examine the language used in each law, the 
implications of its implementation and whether there are any existing efforts to 
 
4 Heyward, “Four Years After HB 2, Gray Ellis Wants to Become the First Transgender Man Elected to a State 
Legislature.” 
5 “Snapshot: LGBTQ Equality By State,” LGBTMAP.org  
6 Burns, “Obama says HB2 should be overturned.”  
 HEYWARD THESIS  
 3 
rectify or change these laws. As such, I’m not simply telling a story of bills and 
referendums that exist on someone’s desk, but of the lives that are impacted when 
these decisions are made.  
 In newsrooms, you will occasionally hear editors task reporters with adding 
color to their stories, often the implication being that a journalist should speak with 
everyday people who are affected by these stories, placing a human being at the 
center of the issue. It’s not lost on me that one of the most prominent identifiers of 
the LGBTQ community — its rainbow pride flag — is adorned in color, representing a 
community that is rich with identities and experiences, sometimes operating in 
conflict with one another.  
And despite its exclusionary legislation, North Carolina is still home to a 
visible and vibrant queer community. North Carolina is one of the most progressive 
states in the South, and it’s known as one of “the most liberal red states in the 
country,” behind South Carolina.7  Equality North Carolina, often shortened to 
Equality NC, is not just the largest lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender rights 
advocacy and political lobbying organization in the state, but also the oldest state 
wide LGBT organization in U.S. history.8 The first openly gay and lesbian mayors in 
the state were elected in the city of Carrboro, North Carolina, and half of the state’s 
openly gay and lesbian politicians all work in Orange County.9 The state is also home 
to multiple LGBTQ-friendly places of worship.10 Some of the most attended events in 
the Triangle are drag shows and, each year, drag queens dress up like Dolly Parton 
for its main event at a lesbian bar in Durham.11 
 
7 FITSNew, “Report: South Carolina is the Most Liberal Red State In the Country.” 
8 “Our History,” equalitync.org  
9 “Chapel Hill and Carrboro NC is a great destination for LGBT travels,” prnewswire.com 
10 “Affirming Faith Groups,” lgbtcenterofraleigh.com 
11 Hussey, “What Can We Learn from Dolly Parton? A Lot, It Turns Out.”  
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The necessity of this coverage feels almost intuitive; yet I believe it is 
important to plainly address who will be affected by these legislative items. 
According to the Williams Institute, LGBTQ people make up 4.5 percent of the U.S. 
population, or roughly 14.7 million people12. In North Carolina, the LGBTQ 
population is slightly below the national average at 4 percent of the state population: 
approximately 420,000 residents.13 But the impact of these issues is far greater than 
just a single digit percentage.  
As gay journalist David Hudson wrote for The Independent, “Those who 
introduce homophobic laws believe such laws affect only ‘them’ — the LGBT 
community. If you are heterosexual, it can be so easy to think that such laws are 
nothing to do with you — that they’re something happening to other people in 
another country. But the suffering faced by a section of society will inevitably affect 
society as a whole.”14 Hudson had profiled Roger Crouch, a straight man from 
Glouchestire who dove head first into LGBT activism after his 15-year old son, who 
had been reportedly bullied in school for years by classmates who only suspected he 
was gay, had killed himself. A few days after Hudson’s profile on Crouch was 
finished, the 55-year old father then hung himself. He was discovered by his wife, 
Paula.15 This is the ultimate premise of each story I write: that the victims of 
inadequate legislation and representation aren’t just that 4 percent of LGBTQ North 
Carolinans, but their children, their parents, their family, their friends, and others 
that depend on them. This legislation isn’t focused on a specific subset of the state, 
but all of those who are indirectly affected by the insidious impact of oppression and 
violence.  
 
12 “LGBT Data & Demographics: National,” williamsinstitute.law.ucla.edu  
13 “LGBT Data & Demographics: North Carolina,” williamsinstitute.law.ucla.edu 
14 Hudson, “Homophobia doesn’t just oppress gay people, it affects us all.”   
15 BBC, “Anti-bullying father Roger Crouch’s Facebook goodbye.”  
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In reporting on four seperate pieces of legislation in North Carolina — its laws 
on hate crimes, conversion therapy, and public bathroom access — I am telling the 
stories of a full cast of characters: activists, politicians, lawyers, school teachers, 
students, parents and others who have called this state home, despite its refusal to 
outwardly be one for them. In the grand scope of history, legislative support for 
LGBTQ citizens is higher than it’s ever been.16 But both homophobia and transphobia 
have continued to rear their ugly heads with institutionalized barriers that threaten 
their livelihoods.  
When the Trump administration — which became known for rolling back a 
laundry list of previously established legal protections for LGBTQ citizens — stepped 
down from office in 2021, this signaled a potential overturn of some of this 
administration’s actions as President Joe Biden stepped in. During the time in which 
I was reporting on these stories, state legislators were already working on several 
bills and other legislative efforts to improve upon the state’s existing statutes. The 
time to cover these issues couldn’t be important.  
When Dustin Lance Black addressed the Dublin Law Society during his 
speech, it was on the cusp of change for that country. Black gave the speech right 
before an upcoming referendum on marriage equality in Ireland, one of the few 
western European countries that, at the time, still barred same sex marriage. “Let’s 
be clear: you are all minorities in this room, in one way or another,” Black told the 
audience. “It just depends on how you slice the pie. Where you’re from, how much 
money you make, what you believe. These are all ways in which you are different, and 
they are all ways that make you beautiful. And in sharing your difference, and how 
 
16 Kirchick, “The Struggle for Gay Rights is Over.”  
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you feel it is valuable to Ireland, you will urge people to go out and protect this 
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ON LANGUAGE:  
“LGBT” refers to individuals who identify as lesbian, gay, bisexual and/or 
transgender. However, the term “queer,” a pejorative historically used against this 
marginalized community up until the late 19th century, has been reclaimed by activists as an 
umbrella term when referring to the LGBT community at large.17 Therefore, individuals who 
identify as other sexualities such as asexual or pansexual, as well as those with gender 
identities other than transgender, such as intersex, nonbinary, genderqueer or two spirit, can 
be assumed to be included in “queer.”  
This abbreviation is used for brevity and efficiency in reporting. And as such, this 
project will use queer as an addendum to LGBT, resulting in LGBTQ, and will, often, use 
queer in place of LGBT. Therefore, the terms “LGBT,” “LGBTQ,” and “queer,” should all be 
treated as interchanngeable terms for the same group, depending on the context of studies, 
surveys and other data.  
Additionally, individuals who are heterosexual, will be referred to as heterosexual, or 
straight, while individuals who are not transgender, and therefore identity with the gender 











17Anonymous, “QUEERS READ THIS.”  
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LITERATURE REVIEW: 
When researching this topic, it became clear that I would need to find as much 
information as I could on characterizing this subset of North Carolina’s population. In order 
to fully understand the gravity of the state’s legislation, I needed to understand the particular 
needs and concerns of this group. The entities that are doing the work to understand this 
group inevitably became some of the primary sources I spoke to when I began reporting on 
this topic. Afterwards, I tackled each legislative piece in order to understand the 
sociocultural history behind beliefs and attitudes behind each measure. This helped me 
discover some of the themes that my reporting would end up exploring.  
It is important to note that, on both the federal and state level, demographic data on 
the LGBTQ community is paltry. From what studies do exist, it is evident across the board 
that LGBT identified people in the state of North Carolina are significantly more 
disenfranchised compared to their non-LGBT counterparts. While the following data is by no 
means exhaustive, it should provide substantial context to characterize this subset of the 
state’s population.  
LGBT identified people make up 4 percent of North Carolina’s population.18 LGBT 
adults are significantly younger than non-LGBT residents in the state, with a median age of 
36.3, as opposed to 48.3 years.19 Approximately 42 percent identify as a race other than 
white, and 26 percent are raising children.20 The biggest disparities may be felt economically: 
8 percent of LGBT people are unemployed, compared to 6 percent of non-LGBT residents; 21 
percent are medically uninsured, compared to 14 percent of non-LGBT residents; 29 percent 
are food-insecure, compared to 16 percent of non-LGBT residents; and, compared to just 22 
percent of non-LGBT residents, 30 percent of the LGBT population earns below $24,000 
annually.21 In 2017, the poverty threshold for a family of four was slightly over this amount.22 
 
18“LGBT Proportion of Population: North Carolina,” Williams Institute.  
19 Ibid.  
20 Ibid.  
21 Ibid.  
22 “Poverty Thresholds,” U.S. Census Bureau.  
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Same-sex couples reportedly reside in all of North Carolina’s 100 counties.23 According to 
Gallup, 3.2 percent of Raleigh residents, and 3.8 percent of Charlotte residents, identify as 
LGBT.24  
In 2011, North Carolina became the first state in the southern region of the United 
States to include a question about sexual orientation in its Behavioral Risk Factor 
Surveillance Survey (BRFSS), conducted by the state, and the Center for Disease Control and 
Prevention (CDC).25 Subsequently, in a 2014 study, researchers found that lesbian, gay and 
bisexual (LGB) residents experienced poorer mental health compared to their heterosexual 
counterparts.26 Despite a lack of state wide and federal policies to protect sexual minorities 
from employment discrimination and access to healthcare, the researchers themselves did 
not observe differences in health care access.27 However, as the researchers themselves state: 
“The lack of statistical significance may simply reflect our small sample size, rather than true 
health parity between LGB and heterosexual populations.”28  
According to the 2019 Southern LGBTQ Health Survey for the entire region, of which 
the highest number of respondents resided in North Carolina, 26.2 percent had some college 
education, with another 27.3 percent having obtained a Bachelor’s degree.29 While 54.7 
percent of all respondents were self reported to be in good health, 40 percent of transgender 
respondents rated their physical health as either poor or fair, compared to good or 
excellent.30 At the time of this project’s publication, a report for the state of North Carolina 
had yet to be published.  
LGBT residents are more prone to poor mental and physical health, compared to the 
non-LGBT population: 71.1 percent of respondents in the study had experienced emotional 
 
23 “Census 2010,” Social Explorer.  
24“Gallup Survey: Nearly 90,000 LGBT people in Charlotte Metro Area,” Matt Comer, QNotes.  
25 “Behavioral Risk Factor Surveillance System,” North Carolina State Center for Health Statistics.  
26 “A profile of North Carolina lesbian, gay, and bisexual health disparities, 2011,” Derrick D and 
Joseph G L.  
27Ibid.  
28Ibid.  
29“Southern LGBTQ Health Survey,” Southern LGBTQ Health Initiative.  
30 Ibid. 
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abuse or harassment due to their LGBTQ identity, with an additional 76.6 percent having 
experienced physical abuse or violence in the past. 54.5 percent of respondents had been 
diagnosed with depression, and 46.1 percent had a diagnosed anxiety disorder, while a 
quarter of all respondents (26.3 percent) had experienced suicidal ideation, compared to 13.5 
percent of the reported national average for all citizens, regardless of sexual orientation or 
gender identity; 20.2 percent of respondents had engaged in self harming behaviors. Certain 
factors, such as access to health care, worsened if an individual lived in a rural area with less 
access to hospitals and specialized doctors.  
These disparities are also felt legislatively. Ironically, 91.6 percent of these LGBT 
Southerners are registered voters, but  47.1 percent of 8.4 percent that are unregistered 
stated that voting does not have a positive impact on social and political issues.31 Perhaps the 
biggest issue with the region’s lack of equitable legislation is that more LGBTQ people call 
the South home, compared to other parts of the U.S. 1 in 3, or 3.6 million, LGBTQ people 
reportedly live in the South, according to the Movement Advancement Project’s July 2020 
study.32 The study also found that there are more transgender, at half a million, and black 
LGBT people, at 1 in every 5, residing in the South than any other region in the country.33  
Hate Crime Legislation in North Carolina 
The Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) defines a hate crime as “a traditional 
offense like murder, arson, or vandalism with an added element of bias.”34 In other words, it 
is “a criminal offense against a person or property motivated in whole or in part by an 
offender’s bias against a race, religion, disability, sexual orientation, ethnicity, gender or 
gender identity.”35 They may occasionally be referred to as a bias crime.36 Hate crime laws, at 
 
31“ Southern LGBTQ Health Survey,” Southern LGBTQ Health Initiative.  
32 Telling a New Southern Story: LGBTQ Resilience, Resistance, and Leadership,” Movement 
Advancement Project. 
33 Ibid.  
34“Hate Crimes,” FBI.com  
35 Ibid. 
36 “Hate Crime,” Dictionary.com.  
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their core, are intended to deter bias-motivated violence.37 Hate crime laws exist to enhance 
the penalties already associated with criminal behavior, such as harassment or violence.  
The United States has a long history of hate crimes across various groups that were 
persecuted in the country. However, the term ‘hate crime’ did not come into use until the 
1980’s.38 The first modern hate crime law was passed by Congress in 1871. Known as the 
Enforcement, or the Ku Klux Klan, Act, this piece of legislation allowed the president to 
suspend habeas corpus and imprison suspected members of white supremacist 
organizations. During the Civil Rights Movement, the FBI utilized the recently passed 1964 
Civil Rights Act to prosecute white supremacists who were targeting African-Americans and 
civil rights activists. In 1968, Congress passed the Civil Rights Act of 1968, or the Fair 
Housing Act, which made it illegal to “injure, intimidate, or interfere,” anyone engaged in 
protected activities, such as voting, because of their race, color, religion or national origin.  
On the federal level, there is no legislation that prosecutes hate crimes on the basis of 
a person’s race, religion, ethnicity, nationality, gender, sexual orientation, gender identity 
and/or disability. Instead, this has been done at the state level. In 1978, California became 
the first state to pass a hate crime law which increased penalties on murders where race, 
religion, color and national origin could be cited as motivators for the perpetrator. North 
Carolina passed its own hate crime law in 1991. This legislation made “ethnic intimidation” a 
misdemeanor offense, resulting in a fine and/or imprisonment of up to two years.39 In the 42 
years since California passed its hate crime law, all but four states have followed suit: 
Arkansas, Georgia, South Carolina, all located in the South, and Wyoming. Indiana was the 
most recent state to have passed some form of hate crime legislation in 2019; it covers sexual 
orientation, but not gender identity.  
As previously stated, hate crime laws exist to deter bias-motivated violence. When in 
2016, a Georgia man threw boiling water on a same-sex sleeping couple, yelling ‘get out of 
 
37 “Resisting Hate Crime Discourse: Queer and Intersectional Challenges to Neoliberal Hate Crime 
Laws,” Doug Meyer. 
38 “The origins of hate-crime laws,” K. Naidoo.  
39 “1991 SESSION HOUSE BILL 513,” GENERAL ASSEMBLY OF NORTH CAROLINA.  
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my house with all that gay,’ he was not charged with a hate crime.40 According to the Center 
For Public Integrity, when states pass hate crime laws, they almost always cover race, 
religion and national origin. Sexual orientation, though, is a category excluded by 13 states, 
and gender identity is excluded by an additional 22..41 Of the 16 states that make up the 
Southern region of the United States, 10 have hate crime laws, and four of those —Alabama, 
Mississippi, Virginia and, of course, North Carolina — do not provide penalty enhancement 
for hate crimes against someone’s sexual orientation. There isn’t a single state in the South 
that has a hate crime law which enhances penalties for crimes that target people who are 
transgender. This is increasingly troubling when one considers that 55 percent of trans 
women who were killed in the U.S. resided in Southern states.42  
Nationally, there are 33 states, along with the District of Columbia (D.C.), which 
cover sexual orientation in its hate crime statute; 32 states, along with D.C., cover gender 
identity.43 In 1984, California expanded its 1978 hate crime law to also include sexual 
orientation. This was followed by Connetticut in 1987, Wisconsin in 1988, and Minnesota, 
Nevada and Oregon in 1989. D.C. was the first to include sexual orientation and gender 
identity in its hate crime law.44  
As previously stated, North Carolina’s hate crime statute was passed during the 1991 
session of North Carolina’s General Assembly, as Article 52 of Chapter 14 of the General 
Statutes.45 As it reads: “If a person shall, because of race, color, religion, nationality, or 
country of origin, assault another person, or damage or deface the property of another 
person, or threaten to do any such act, he shall be guilty of a misdemeanor of punishable by 
 
40 “Georgia man sentenced after throwing boiling water on gay couple,’ Kate Brumback, The Boston 
Globe. 
41 “State hate crime laws vary, often leaving out LBGTQ protections,” Parham, Justice; Hopko, Ashley; 
Lanich, Carley.  
42 “Why are black trans women being killed in Dallas?” Lindsey, Chynel, BBC.com.  
43 “ADL Hate Crime Map,” ADL.com. 
44“ District of Columbia,” GayLawNet.com  
45 “CHAPTER 493 HOUSE BILL 513,” NCLEG.GOV. 
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imprisonment up to two years, or a fine, or both.”46 It was ratified on July 2, and went into 
effect on October 1, 1991.47 Critiques of this statute cite that, along with not covering 
disability, ethnicity, along with gender, gender expression, gender identity and sexual 
orientation, hate crimes are seen as misdemeanor offenses, as opposed to felonies, limiting 
the length of imprisonment. 
It is worth noting that 64 percent of North Carolinans, regardless of political 
affiliation, are in favor of LGBT non-discrimination laws.48 However, efforts to amend the 
state’s statute have come from Democratic lawmakers, while the currently Republican-
controlled North Carolina General Assembly has been against these efforts. In March 2019, a 
group of nine Democratic lawmakers, including state Senator Jay Chaudhuri of Wake 
County, Valerie Foushee of Orange County and Mujtaba Mohammed of Mecklenburg County 
introduced the Hate Crimes Prevention Act who have introduced the Hate Crimes 
Prevention Act to broaden existing law. This act would also require the State Bureau of 
Investigation to create a hate crime database and institute hate crime related training for law 
enforcement and prosecutors. The bill itself failed to get a hearing before the deadline for 
bills to pass at least one chamber during the 2019-2020 session. However, Chaudhuri has 
stated his commitment in reintroducing the bill next year during the 2020-2021 session, 
which is an election year — meaning that the Republican-controlled General Assembly could 
change.  
This all comes at the same time that the United States has experienced an uptick in 
hate crimes, both reported to the authorities and otherwise. This trend began after the 
September 11, 2001 terrorist attacks. Chief Will D. Johnson, chair of the International 
Association of Chiefs of Police to the United States Senate Committee, stated on May 2, 2017 
that: “The United States has experienced a significant increase in acts of intimidation, 
vandalism, and violence towards the Muslim and Jewish communities. Following the 
 
46 “CHAPTER 493 HOUSE BILL 513,” NCLEG.GOV. 
47 “CHAPTER 493 HOUSE BILL 513,” NCLEG.GOV. 
48 A Profile of North Carolina Residents’ Attitudes on LGBT Issues,” PRRI.org. 
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September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks, the nation witnessed a wave of attacks against 
Americans and others who appeared to be Muslim, Sikh, Middle Eastern, or South Asian. We 
have also witnessed an uptick in crimes against the Jewish community in 2016 and 2017.”  
Significant increases in hate crime has also continued under the Trump 
administration. Donald Trump’s term in office has been characterized by increasing amounts 
of racism, sexism and homophobia. In its annual report, the FBI revealed a 16-year high of 
reported hate crimes. This is especially troubling when one considers that over half of all 
victims of hate crimes never report these incidents to the authorities in the first place.49 
According to the Southern Poverty Law Center, over 900 incidents of harassment occurred 
after Donald Trump’s win in the 2016 election.50 Previously, the number of reported hate 
crimes had decreased during the Obama administration, from 2009 to 2017.51 This trend has 
been noted by several scholars, including Susan V. Koshi and Kathleen Bantley at Central 
Connecticut State University. In a joint study, the two remarked that: “It is no coincidence 
that hate crimes are on the rise with the legislation that President Trump is supporting. As 
long as there is a persistence of structuralized inequities within the United States 
government, marginalized groups will stay marginalized, and hate attacks against them will 
continue to exist.”  
Conversion Therapy in North Carolina 
Conversion therapy is the psuedoscientific practice that attempts to change a person’s 
sexual orientation or gender identity.52 By the 1920s, psychologists at the time presumed 
homosexuality to be a pathological illness that was curable.53 The methodology of conversion 
therapy can range from the ridiculous, such as hypnotism,54 to the violent, such as Eugene 
 
49“Confusion, Fear, Cynicism: Why People Don’t Report Hate Incidents,” Ken Schwencke, 
ProPublica.com.  




54 Freud, Sigmund (1991), On Sexuality: Volume 7, 
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Steinach, who would transplant the testicles from heterosexual men onto homosexual men, 
despite the fact that the immune system rejects transplanted glands.55  
Psychological opinion on whether or not homosexuality is curable, and the degree to 
which one could cure it, differred between scholars for decades. However, the American 
Psychiatric Association’s (APA) Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders 
(DSM) listed homosexuality as a mental disorder in its first edition in 1952. Subsequently, 
conversion therapy was approved by most psychiatric institutions in the country. A turning 
point in U.S. history occurred after the 1969 Stonewall riots in New York, where LGBT 
activists campaigned against the designation of homosexuality as a mental illness in the 
DSM, and banning conversion therapy in the country. In 1973, the APA removed 
homosexuality from the DSM.  
Despite this, advocacy for conversion therapy continued. In 1991, psychologist Joseph 
Nicolosi published Reparative Male Therapy of Homosexuality. He, along with others, co-
founded the National Association for Research and Therapy of Homosexuality (NARTH), an 
organization that opposed homosexuality and supported conversion therapy.56 (In 2014, the 
organization went through a rebranding as Alliance for Therapeutic Choice and Scientific 
Integrity (ATCSI).57) In 1988, several Christian rights groups reportedly spent $600,000 in 
advertisements promoting conversion therapy, including some with John Paulk, an infamous 
ex-gay advocate for conversion therapy. He disavowed his belief in conversion therapy in 
2013, and now identifies as gay.58 
As a further illustration of the continual divisiveness of conversion therapy, in 2001, 
the United States Surgeon General David Satcher stated that “there is no valid scientific 
evidence that sexual orientation can be changed.” 59 That same year, psychologist Robert L. 
 
55 https://archive.org/details/queerscienceusea00leva 
56 “What We Offer,” National Association for Research & Therapy of Homosexuality. 
57 Quandt, Katie Rose. “‘Ex-Gay’ Group That Once Said Gatorade Would Help Cure Men of Gayness 
Rebrands, Stresses ‘Rights of Clients.’”  
58  TheAdvocateMag. “John Paulk Formally Renounces, Apologizes for Harmful 'Ex-Gay' Movement.”  
59 Surgeon General's Call to Action to Promote Sexual Health and Responsible Sexual Behavior . 
United States Department of Health and Human Services.  
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Spitzer released an infamous study concluding that “highly motivated individuals,” could 
become heterosexual through some form of reparative therapy.60 In 2012, Spitzer recanted 
his research, calling it his one professional regret.61 
In 2014, the APA publicly opposed NARTH, stating that the “organization does not 
adhere to our policy of nondiscrimination and [...] their activities are demeaning to our 
members who are gay and lesbian.” In 2015, Obama stated his opposition to conversion 
therapy.62 A 2018 study found that 698,000 LGBT adults in the U.S. had previously 
undergone some form of conversion therapy.63 
There are no federal pieces of legislation that ban the use of conversion therapy 
across the country. Instead, 20 states, as well as D.C., and several municipalities in the state 
of Florida, Ohio, Minnesota, Wisconsin and Pennsylvania, have banned the use of this 
practice on minors. California became the first state to ban conversion therapy in 2012. New 
Jersey followed suit in 2013. However, New Jersey’s ban came into effect 10 days prior to 
when California’s ban did.64  
Conversion therapy is still legal in North Carolina.65 There are “gay treatment” 
centers in 12 North Carolina cities, and 12 counties. The cities are: Asheville, Cary, Chapel 
Hill, Charlotte, Concord, Durham, Fayetteville, Greensboro, Raleigh, Wake Forest, 
Wilmington and Winston-Salem. The counties are: Buncombe, Cabarrus, Cumberland, 
Durham, Forsyth, Gaston, Guilford, Mecklenburg, New Hanover, Orange, Union, Wake. New 
Beginning Support is a treatment center that serves the western North Carolina area.66  
However, current North Carolina governor, Roy Cooper, signed an executive order 
banning any state funding of conversation therapy on minors, the first Southern U.S. state to 
enact state level policy to protect minors from the practice, in 2019.67 In March, Virginia 
 
60 “Home - PMC - NCBI.” National Center for Biotechnology Information.  
61 Carey, Benedict.. Psychiatry Giant Sorry for Backing Gay ‘Cure.’ The New York Times.  
62 “Obama Calls for End to 'Gay Conversion Therapies'.” BBC News.  
63 “Conversion Therapy and LGBT Youth.” Williams Institute, May 21, 2020.  
64  “CHAPTER 150 AN ACT - Njleg.state.nj.us.”  
65 “Protecting LGBTQ Youth in North Carolina from ‘Conversion ...”  
66 “Life Support.” new_beginning_support.  
67 Fitzsimons, Tim. “N. Carolina Is First in South to Ban State Funding for Conversion Therapy.”  
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became the first Southern state to ban the practice, outright.68 However, it is important to 
note that parents can still force their children to undergo conversion therapy, so long as it’s 
out of their own pockets. In the executive order, Cooper stated that “being LGBT is an innate 
quality, and is not a disease, disorder, illness, deficiency or shortcoming,” and statistics from 
the Trevor Project.69 According to this organization, LGBT youth who had undergone 
conversion therapy were twice as likely to attempt suicide.70 Born Perfect, a national 
organization that works to end conversion therapy in the country, applauded Cooper’s 
efforts.71 Matthew Shurka, its cofounder who had also undergone conversion therapy, stated 
that: “Governor Cooper’s executive order sends a clear message that he and his 
administration will protect LGBTQ youth and ensure that no taxpayer money is spent on this 
life-threatening practice, which has been condemned by every leading professional medical 
and mental health organization.”72 
House Bill 51673 and Senate Bill 42674 (HB516/SB426) have been introduced into the 
North Carolina General Assembly. Also known as the Mental Health Protection Act, it is 
pending approval.75 The bill’s primary sponsors are Democratic senators Chaudhuri, Van 
Duyn and Marcus.76 It bans licensed psychologists, therapists, counselors, social workers, as 
well as pastors, from engaging in conversion therapy for any minor, or adult with a disability, 
where they will be punished by their respective licensing agency.77 
With last year’s November election, Democratic candidates have publicly expressed 
their support for a state ban of conversion therapy. Graig Meyer, D-Caswell, Orange, 
 
68 Garcia, Sandra E. “Virginia Is First Southern State to Ban Conversion Therapy for Minors.”  
69 “North Carolina.” Accessed February 9, 2021. 
https://files.nc.gov/governor/documents/files/EO_97_Protecting_Minors_from_Conversion_Thera
py.pdf.  
70 “NATIONAL SURVEY ON LGBTQ YOUTH MENTAL ... - The Trevor Project.” 
71 “NCLR's Born Perfect Campaign Hails Groundbreaking North Carolina Order Protecting LGBTQ 
Youth from Conversion Therapy.” National Center for Lesbian Rights.  
72 Ibid. 
73 “House Bill 516 (2019-2020 Session) - North Carolina General Assembly.”  
74 “Senate Bill 426 (2019-2020 Session) - North Carolina General Assembly.”  
75 Kendra R. Johnson, and Jasmine BeachFerrara. "State Lawmakers have a Duty to Protect LGBTQ 
Youth from 'Conversion Therapy'."  
76 “Senate Bill 426 (2019-2020 Session) - North Carolina General Assembly.”  
77 “Senate Bill 426 (2019-2020 Session) - North Carolina General Assembly.”  
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representative for N.C. House District 50 told The Daily Tar Heel, a student publication of 
UNC, that one of his objectives is to ban conversion therapy in the state.78 In contrast, the 
Republican National Convention released its 2020 platform, which contains language 
endorsing a parent’s choice to have their child undergo conversion therapy.79 The platform 
states that parents have the right “to determine the proper medical treatment and therapy 
for their minor children.”80  
Bathroom Bills in North Carolina  
Historians differ on when exactly sex segregated public bathrooms began in the 
United States. Prior to modern society, ancient Romans used communal bathrooms.81 In the 
1700’s, London women were known to carry “urinettes,” which were essentially portable 
chamber pots, around with them.82 Some scholars claim that the first sex segregated 
bathrooms were built in 1739 in Paris.83 In addition to this, some scholars have attempted to 
make comparisons between sex seperated bathrooms and bathrooms that were separated by 
race. However, this comparison falls flat considering that slave ships were usually seperated 
by sex.84 Additionally, arguments for segregating bathrooms by sex for the sake of safety, 
excluded the well-being of black women. There are currently two commonly recognized 
theories on how public bathrooms became sex segregated.  
Terry Kogan argues that bathrooms became separated by sex after women began 
entering the workforce in the late nineteenth century.85 Prior to this, restrooms had been 
designed with only the thought of men using them.86 Technical plumbing manuals would 
 
78 Pageone, and David Richman. “Here's What Issues Matter Most to N.C. House Candidates Meyer 
and Insko.”  
79 Epstein, Reid J. “The G.O.P. Delivers Its 2020 Platform. It's From 2016.”  
80 Fitzsimons, Tim. “As Richard Grenell Addresses RNC, GOP Platform Still Opposes Gay Marriage.”  
 
81 “Royal Holloway, University of London: RSS Feed.”  
82 Cavanagh, Sheila L. Queering Bathrooms Gender, Sexuality, and the Hygienic Imagination.  
83 Pappas, Stephanie. “The Weird History of Gender-Segregated Bathrooms.”  
84 “Sexism in the ‘Bathroom Debates’: How Bathrooms Really Became Separated by Sex.” Sexism in 
the "Bathroom Debates": How Bathrooms Really Became Separated by Sex 
85 “Sex Separation: The Cure-All for Victorian Social Anxiety: College of Law Publications.”  
86 Townsend, Tim. “The Panic over Potty Politics Didn't Start with the Transgender Issue.”  
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become the precursors to sex segregated bathrooms.87 In 1887, Massachusetts became the 
first state to mandate public facilities exclusively for women.88 And by 1920, 43 other states 
had followed suit. The decision to have bathrooms separated was largely a hygienic one, with 
a 1980 memo from the Occupational Safety and Health Administration, stating “the 
importance of regular urination, with women generally needing to void more frequently than 
men.”89 
However, others argue that, prior to the 1887 Massachusettes ordinance, bathrooms 
had already been separated by sex.90 According to W. Burlette Carter, a traveler in 1736 
South Carolina described different trees with markings for women and men.91 Carter argues 
that the main motivators behind this separation were for the safety of women.92 
As previously stated, by 1920, 43 states had some sort of legislation that called for 
public bathrooms to be separated by sex.93 These statutes may have stemmed from fear of 
sexual harassment, as women, as early as 1886, reported feeling pressured to engage in 
sexual activities with male colleagues in bathrooms.94 Therefore, these regulations became 
the first bathroom bills to pass in the U.S.  
There have been no reported cases of a transgender person attacking a cisgender 
person in a public restroom. 95 However, there has been one reported case of a transgender 
person charged with voyeurism in a fitting room.96 In addition to this, there has been a much 
 
87 Ibid.  
88 Massachusetts. “1887 Chap. 0103. An Act To Secure Proper Sanitary Provisions In Factories And 
Workshops.”  
89 “UNITED STATES DEPARTMENT OF LABOR.” 04/06/1998 - Interpretation of 29 CFR 
1910.141(c)(1)(i): Toilet Facilities | Occupational Safety and Health Administration 
90 “Sexism in the ‘Bathroom Debates’: How Bathrooms Really Became Separated by Sex.” Sexism in 
the "Bathroom Debates": How Bathrooms Really Became Separated by Sex  
91 “Sexism in the ‘Bathroom Debates’: How Bathrooms Really Became Separated by Sex.” Sexism in 
the "Bathroom Debates": How Bathrooms Really Became Separated by Sex  
92 Ibid. 
93 Kogan, Terry. Sex Separation: The Cure-all for Victorian Social Anxiety.  
94 “Sexism in the ‘Bathroom Debates’: How Bathrooms Really Became Separated by Sex.”  
95 Bianco, Marcie. “Statistics Show Exactly How Many Times Trans People Have Attacked You in 
Bathrooms.” 
96 Chokshi, Niraj. “Transgender Woman Is Charged With Voyeurism at Target in Idaho.”  
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larger percentage of transgender individuals who have been harassed or assaulted in public 
restrooms.97 
A “bathroom bill” is a commonly used term to describe any piece of legislation that 
defines access to public toilets in traditionally sex segregated facilities. Common 
determinants include sex assigned at birth, sex listed on a birth certificate, and sex that 
corresponds with gender identity. The first ruling to deal with public bathroom access in 
regards to transgender individuals occurred in 2013, when a 6-year old requested to use the 
girl’s bathroom. The Colorado court ruled in the child’s favor.98 In May 2016, the U.S. 
Department of Justice and the U.S. Department of Education filed a join statement that Title 
IX provisions included transgender individuals, as gender identity could be regarded as the 
child’s sex.99 Similar bathroom bills banning access to transgender individiuals have been 
proposed in Arizona, Illinois, Kansas, Kentucky, Massachusetts, Minnesota, Mississippi, 
Missouri, South Carolina, Tennessee and Texas.100  
In February 2016, the city of Charlotte, North Carolina attempted to pass a legislative 
item that would allow transgender individuals to use the bathroom that corresponded with 
their gender identity.101 In response, the North Carolina state legislature passed the Public 
Facilities & Privacy Act, otherwise known as HB2. It is known as the most anti-LGBT bill in 
the United States.102 The bill did several things: it stated that sex was biological, required all 
bathrooms to be separated by biological sex, as well as barred any discrimination legislation 
created by local communities. In addition to all of this, it mandated individuals use 
bathrooms that corresponded with the sex that was listed on their birth certificate. In the 
state of North Carolina, one can change their sex on their birth certificate through a lengthy 
and costly process that also involves going through sex reassigmnent surgery.103 
 
97 “EXECUTIVE SUMMARY.” National Center for Transgender Equality .  
98  Brady, Jeff. “When a Transgender Person Uses a Public Bathroom, Who is at Risk?”  
99Ed.Gov “Dear Colleague Letter on Transgender Students.” 
100 Caroline Medina, Sharita Gruberg. “Improving the Lives and Rights of LGBTQ People in America.” 
101 Charlotte Observer, “Charlotte City Council Approves LGBTQ Protections in 7-4 Vote.”  
102 PBS News Hour, “How North Carolina Signed A Bill Dubbed the Most Anti-LGBT Law in the U,S.” 
103National Center for Transgender Equality, “North Carolina.”  
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The U.S.  Justice Department sued the state of North Carolina over the bill.104 
However, the Justice Department, under the Trump administration, withdrew its support of 
this lawsuit. Regardless, in response to international backlash over HB2, the measure was 
repealed, removing restrictions on bathroom access by trans individuals.105 The measure was 
replaced by HB142, which is set to expire December 2020.  
METHODS AND LIMITATIONS:  
In Mary L. Gray’s Queering the Countryside, she hits on a fundamental stereotype 
that has plagued queer people in rural communities. Namely, that they don’t exist there. As 
she writes, “...rurality has long served as a kind of constitutive outside to urban life precisely 
because it’s overwhelming vastness accommodates an absolutely dizzying array of fantasies 
and associations, including the popular conceit that rural life is, by definition, unchanging 
[...] or at least thought by many to be slower than life in cities.”106 Because the South, like 
other rural areas in the U.S. has this stereotypical reputation of being backwards and 
ignorant, it is therefore seen as inherently homophobic and transphobic. 
While Gray does not ignore how “rural Americans have arguably done more than 
their fair share to block various efforts to advance the civil rights, and even the basic human 
rights, of LGBT people in the United States”,107 she argues that there is more to 
understanding how this environment works: “‘rural’ is a name we give to an astoundingly 
complex assemblage of people, places and personalities.”108 
As such, I want to spend this thesis project exploring the complexity of the South -- 
and the ways in which queer identity has flourished in this space. I plan on writing three 
longform, 3,000+ word stories, each covering a different aspect of North Carolina’s state 
legislation.  
 
104 Sterling, Joe, Eliott C. McLaughlin, and Joshua Berlinger. “North Carolina, U.S., Square off over 
Transgender Rights.”  
105 Fausset, Richard. “Bathroom Law Repeal Leaves Few Pleased in North Carolina, 
106Gray, Mary L., Queering the Countryside, (New York, New York University Press), 2.  
107 Gray, Mary L., Queering the Countryside, (New York, New York University Press), 2.  
108 Gray, Mary L., Queering the Countryside, (New York, New York University Press), 2.  
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There are several research questions that this project will tackle. First and foremost, 
there is one for each news story. 
For the article on hate crime legislation in North Carolina:  
1. What does the lack of inclusion of gender and sexual orientation in hate crime 
legislation suggest about how these crimes are viewed in the state? And how does  
this tie into its designation of all hate crimes as a misdemeanor, rather than a felony, 
charge suggest about how victims of these criminal acts are viewed?  
 
For the article on bathroom bills and non-discrimination ordinances in North Carolina:  
 
2. How effectively did HB142 repeal what HB2, the Public Facilities and Security Act, 
set forth? How has HB142’s bar on non-discrimination policies affected the lives of 
LGBT people in North Carolina? How has the international attention HB2 received 
affected narratives around LGBTQ people in this state?  
 
For the article on conversion therapy in North Carolina:  
 
3. How effectively has North Carolina ensured that its minors are safe from the harmful 
psuedo science of conversion therapy? What responsibilities, if any, do lawmakers 
have towards regulating this practice?  
 
Additionally, while each story explores different questions, they are all connected by 
similar, broader themes. In essence each story will be addressing the following questions:  
 
4. How important, and far reaching, are LGBT protections in both federal and state 
legislation? How do increased LGBT protections and provisions help to validate the 
existence of LGBTQ communities?  
 
5. What role does legal justice play in queer life? How are individuals affected, on a case 
by case basis, on the legal protections provided in their community?  
 
Sources for these stories can be divided into four groups, although certain subjects 
will exist in more than one category. For these stories, I will be speaking to (1) individuals 
who have been, and/or currently are, affected by the legislation; (2) members of advocacy 
groups who have been actively campaigning to change this legislation; (3) lawmakers with 
the capabilities to write and vote on legislation; and (4) queer theorists with expertise on the 
intersection of politics and identity. These sources have been found through research, past 
news coverage and word-of-mouth. In particular, thesis committee member Dr. Jacob Lau 
has been instrumental in locating characters who serve as experts for each story.  
The Road to Publication:   
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While working on my thesis project, I was able to successfully pitch and publish these four 
stories in three different outlets before the completion of this thesis. In the proposed 
timeline, you will find the dates of pitching, edits and publication for all four stories. 
Originally, I intended to write three articles but, as is what happens to any good reporter, I 
unexpectedly found a fourth story that blended together my previous research. More details 
have been listed below.  
 
Proposed Timeline  
1. A New Day for Queer People in the South: The first article I wrote was about 
the expiration of House Bill 142, the last vestiges of a previously repealed bill known 
as House Bill 2, or the Public Facilities Privacy & Security Act. The previous bill 
mandated that individuals could only use bathrooms that corresponded to the gender 
on their birth certificate, as opposed to their gender identity. While the bill that 
followed HB2 removed this portion of the legislation, it did not protect the rights of 
transgender residents, and instead barred any municipality in the state from passing 
local anti-discrimination legislation until Dec. 1, 2020.  
I pitched this article to the politics editor at  The Atlantic on October 12, 2020, and it 
was accepted on October 21, 2020. I began working on this article afterwards and 
turned in a finalized 2,000-word draft on November 16, 2020.  After a round of edits 
and follow up emails, the article was published on TheAtlantic.com on Dec. 1, 2020, 
the day the bill expired. While a shortened 1600-word version of this article was 
published online, I plan to submit the 2,000 word story as one of my deliverables for 
my published thesis. 
2. Is North Carolina Finally Ready to Expand Its Hate Crime Legislation? 
The second article I wrote was about North Carolina’s hate crime legislation. North 
Carolina is one of just thirteen US states to not include sexual orientation or gender 
identity in its list of recognized hate crimes -- meaning that the thousands of LGBTQ 
residents in the state aren’t a protected class like other marginalized communities. 
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Yet 64 percent of North Carolinans, regardless of political affiliation, are in favor of 
LGBT non-discrimination laws. And efforts to amend the state’s statute have come 
from Democratic lawmakers, like senator Jay Chaudhuri of Wake County, Valerie 
Foushee of Orange County and Mujtaba Mohammed of Mecklenburg County, who 
have been trying to introduce the Hate Crimes Prevention Act into the General 
Assembly since 2019. And advocacy organizations like Equality North Carolina and 
the Campaign for Southern Equality have been attempting to draw attention to this 
issue for years. With major strides this past election -- including the reelection of the 
state’s Democratic governor, and a whopping seven openly LGBTQ representatives 
elected to office, this new session could be the state’s big year to set an example for 
the rest of the region.  
I pitched this article to The Assembly, a North Carolina based political magazine that 
will debut in Spring 2021, on Dec. 7, 2020. This article was accepted the following 
day on Dec. 8, 2020.. I turned in a 1730-word draft on January 19, 2021. The article 
will be published on The Assembly’s website on March 10, 2021.   
3. North Carolina’s Biggest Secret: How Conversion Therapy Still 
Flourishes in the State: In 2019, Democrator Governor Roy Cooper banned 
federal funding of conversion therapy in North Carolina. However, private funding, 
and the practice of conversion therapy itself, remains legal in the state. But with the 
presence of legislation such as House Bill 516 and Senate Bill 426, otherwise known 
as the Mental Health Protection Act, conversion therapy itself in the state could soon 
be a thing of the past. This article will explore the ineffectiveness of banning federal 
funding in stopping the practice of conversion therapy, and will help characterize 
who the victims of this practice are.  
I had originally planned to begin working on this article in February 2021. I would 
begin by developing a pitch to be sent out to local, and Southern-focused 
publications, such as the Raleigh News & Observer, Indy Week, Scalawag Magazine 
and Southernly. I hoped to have secured a contract by mid-February, and to begin 
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working on this story for the remainder of this month. Ideally, I will go through a 
round of edits in March 2021, and this story will be completed, and published, by the 
end of the month.  
After a protest in downtown Asheville where some of its participants alleged that 
Solstice East, a treatment center nearby had forced some of its residents to undergo 
conversion therapy, I had found the news hook I needed for this story. I was able to 
pitch this story to Jane Porter, editor in chief of Indy Week, on March 17. Afterwards, 
I went through several rounds of edits, completing a final draft on April 5. The article 
was published in print and online on April 7.  
4. Locked in Committee: While reporting on my third story, I received a news tip 
from members of Equality North Carolina and the Campaign for Southern Equality 
that both entities had paired up with a group of Democrats on a package of anti 
discrimination bills to be introduced at the end of March. The bills would tackle some 
of the legislation I had already been reporting on, including HB142 and conversion 
therapy. With this in mind, I pitched coverage of this new package of bills to Kyle 
Villemain, editor of The Assembly, on March 23.  
I went through a round of edits over the next week, and the article was published 
online on March 31, 2021 -- one day after the bills’ announcements.  
 
By completing this timeline, I will be in a position where I can submit my deliverables, and 
thesis, to my advisor ahead of my proposed thesis defense data: Monday, April 12, 2021. 
During the first week and a half of April, I plan to begin working on a Squarespace-hosted 
website for these stories. Due to the Covid-19 pandemic, I will not be taking photos for these 
stories. Instead, I have commissioned an illustrator who will be providing a total of six 
images, two for each story. In addition to this, I will format infographics, including timelines 
and charts in order to visually depict the data I collect for these stories.  
Due to the pandemic, all interviews will be conducted over zoom or phone. I will not 
be traveling extensively for this piece. Since classes have gone remote, I am now residing in 
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Miami, Florida. Therefore, interviews will be recorded, with the interviewee’s permission, 
and hosted on my desktop, and uploaded to my Google Drive. These interviews will all be 
transcribed using Otter.ai.  
 
Limitations:  
As previously stated, the Covid-19 pandemic poses significant challenges to reporters 
everywhere. As such, I see it as the biggest limitation in completing this thesis. The subject 
matter of these stories are sensitive, and will at times involve speaking to victims of some of 
the most heinous crimes that can be committed against another individual. As such, I expect 
to spend most of my time interviewing individuals over the phone or video-conferencing 
software such as Zoom or Google Meet. Therefore, I will have to work on overcoming the 
sterility of virtual discussions, and work to establish trust between myself and my subjects.  
 Another limitation of these stories involves timeline. While I have already begun 
working on some of these stories, I am facing hours spent looking over dense legal jargon 
laden legislation and attempting to make sense of legislative sessions. I will be balancing 
reporting for this thesis along with a part-time internship with POLITICO magazine, my 
responsibilities as a graduate assistant, where I am expected to be present during classes, 
and assist with grading, as well as the general time consuming work of applying to full-time 
positions as my graduation date quickly approaches. I will have to be diligent with my 
timeline to make sure that I am being as efficient with my energy as possible. I personally 
struggle with putting too much on my plate, and I want to make sure that I don’t sacrifice my 
own mental health and well-being for the sake of productivity -- and an event burnout.  
 Lastly, I think it’s important to acknowledge the nuances of reporting in communities 
that you do not belong to. As a queer, lesbian-identified, cisgender, woman of  color, there 
are certain aspects of marginalization that I share with my subjects. However, there are also 
significant differences in various privileges that I have. As a cis woman, I do not understand 
the complexities of trans identity, and the specific marginalization that these individuals 
face. Additionally, I have been afforded several privileges such as education, my family’s 
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economic status, and passing privilege as someone who is able to exist in spaces without 
“looking gay.” There are certain protections and privileges that I have been afforded that 
have given me a very specific personal understanding as queerness. And it’s important that I 
challenge myself to be aware of how other people’s experience of queerness differs from my 
own. As such, I have taken steps such as attending the 2020 Conference of the National 
Association of LGBTQ Journalists, where I attended various discussions on inclusive 
reporting. I have enlisted the help of several pieces of literature, recommended by Dr. Lau, 
one of my committee members, who is also part of the LGBTQ community, has helped me to 
understand the nuances in differing experiences of queerness.  
 Ultimately, it is the job of every reporter to be able to cover stories accurately and 
fairly -- even with groups that they themselves don’t belong to. Regardless of my own 
identity, it’s important that I approach every story I write with attention to detail, and care. 
As such, I plan to take the skills I am using for this reportage into every single story I write 
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DELIVERABLES: 
A New Day for Queer People in the South  
North Carolina’s ban on local protections for LGBTQ people expires today. But more fights 
lie ahead.  
CHAPEL HILL, N.C.—Allison Scott has waited years for this day to come. This day, 
specifically. Scott’s job is advocating for LGBTQ rights in the South, and for four years, her 
home state of North Carolina has prohibited towns and cities from passing new protections 
for queer people. Today, that ban is finally dead—and North Carolina has an opportunity to 
change the reputation it earned in the 2016 fight over H.B. 2, the so-called bathroom bill. 
 
Scott, the director of policy and programs at the Asheville-based Campaign for Southern 
Equality, believes that, despite its eventual repeal and replacement, H.B. 2 encouraged 
homophobia and transphobia in North Carolina and across the country. The bill passed just 
a few months after Scott came out as a transgender woman. “H.B. 2 was definitely not the 
start of hate or discrimination,” she told me. “But it did seem to symbolically kick off a 
national movement around really hurtful laws, or rolling back protections.” 
 
Although H.B. 2 provoked an enormous backlash for its bathroom provision—which banned 
transgender people from using bathrooms that corresponded with their gender identity—the 
bill also prohibited local governments from applying new protections for LGBTQ individuals 
to the operations of private businesses, among other things. Under substantial pressure, 
legislators replaced H.B. 2 with a new bill, H.B. 142, a bipartisan compromise that no longer 
included the bathroom measure but extended much of the rest of H.B. 2 until after the 2020 
election. Today, those provisions expire—and no one quite knows what will happen next. 
 
Passing new local protections in North Carolina could be the key to wider changes across the 
South, Scott and her allies argue. For queer-rights advocates, local legislation has become 
more crucial than ever, because Donald Trump and his Republican allies have rolled back 
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federal and state protections over the past four years. But major obstacles to this plan lie 
ahead. 
 
Among the most significant is that the Republican-run state legislature could try to renew 
the state’s ban on local protections—or even resurrect H.B. 2 itself. H.B. 2 first arose in 
response to the city of Charlotte’s passage of a local LGBTQ-rights ordinance. In 2016, the 
state GOP “decided that culture-war issues ought to take precedence over traditional 
conservative preference for local control,” The Atlantic’s David A. Graham wrote at the time. 
Sure, H.B. 2 went on to cause massive economic and reputational problems for the state, and 
arguably contributed to Republican Governor Pat McCrory’s defeat later that year. But the 
expiration of its replacement essentially resets the state’s laws to the moment before 
Charlotte passed its ill-fated local protections. It’s possible that if LGBTQ-rights advocates 
try again, Republicans in the legislature could respond the same way they did in 2016—
although Roy Cooper, the state’s Democratic governor, would have the power to veto a 
resurrected H.B. 2. 
Although President-elect Joe Biden’s victory may have rebuilt his “blue wall” in the Midwest, 
at the presidential level, the southern region of the United States remains an almost 
unbroken sea of red. Trump won North Carolina by tens of thousands of votes, and 
Republicans held on to their majorities in both houses of the state legislature. North Carolina 
is one of 13 states that don’t treat crimes based on gender identity or sexual orientation as 
hate crimes. The state has limited protections for transgender people, and it only just 
recently outlawed the use of federal funding for anti-gay “conversion therapy”—which is still 
legal in the state. 
A majority of North Carolinians, however, back new LGBTQ protections in the state. More 
than two-thirds of North Carolina voters support laws that protect LGBTQ people from 
discrimination in jobs, public accommodations, and housing, a 2019 poll found. But laws 
there, and in the broader South, rarely reflect the reality that the South has always been 
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home to queer people—and that substantial public support for their rights exists. “When you 
look at the history of LGBTQ communities and identity formation, we’ve always been 
policed,” E. Cram, a communications professor at the University of Iowa who researches 
queerness in rural areas, told me. “We’ve always had to live our lives in excess of the law.” 
Supporters continue to hope that new protections are possible. H.B. 142, the Republican 
legislature’s replacement for H.B. 2, “was a compromise that kept discrimination in the 
books,” says State Representative Pricey Harrison, who voted against H. B. 142 because she 
believed it would worsen homophobia and transphobia in North Carolina. “Our state is very 
politically divided. We’ve got pockets of blue, but then once you go outside of that, it’s not as 
welcoming. It’s really frustrating, because we have a vibrant queer community here.” 
 
Reform is always difficult in a sharply divided state. But the city of Charlotte reportedly 
met with LGBTQ organizations in October to prepare for passing more progressive 
legislation after the ban’s expiration. Equality NC, the oldest statewide LGBTQ-equality 
organization in the country, endorsed more than 140 candidates for local office this year; 83 
of those candidates have won so far, including seven newly elected officials who are openly 
LGBTQ. The group is planning a joint town hall with Scott’s Campaign for Southern Equality 
to educate elected officials and the general public about the renewed legislative power cities 
now have. 
Although neither organization would detail its specific plans for the next few years, part of 
their work will involve leveraging public support for LGBTQ rights. “We’ll essentially be 
laying out the landscape of life for LGBTQ North Carolinians and urging supporters of 
equality to contact their local elected officials to take action surrounding nondiscrimination,” 
James Michael Nichols, Equality NC’s director of communications, told me. 
Kendra R. Johnson, Equality NC’s executive director, doesn’t think the legislature will 
resurrect H.B. 2, even if municipalities pass new protections. “I’m not a betting person,” 
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Johnson told me “but I think you’d be hard-pressed to find anyone in North Carolina 
working in public office who does not understand the devastating impact [H.B. 2] had on our 
reputation. I don’t anticipate that this is the bone that folks would choose to pick.” 
Regardless of what local lawmakers are able to do, they still won’t have control when it 
comes to public-bathroom access. That’ll still remain squarely in the hands of the state to 
regulate. A North Carolina federal judge approved a settlement in 2019 that grants 
transgender people the right to use bathrooms that correspond with their gender identity in 
federal buildings only. Transgender North Carolinians still have no affirmative legal right to 
use bathrooms corresponding with their gender in many places, including restaurants and 
local businesses. “For people who are able-bodied and cisgender, they take for granted the 
ease of accessing a public space,” Cram said. These laws “regulate what bodies are 
permissible to move through public space.” 
Today, Scott still calls H.B. 2 “a bill of trauma” for her and others like her. “I saw how people 
weaponized it not just to deal with bathrooms,” Scott said. “They wanted to remove me and 
my livelihood. They wanted to take me out of my place of work. They wanted to erase me 
from public places. And the trauma of that is going to be with me forever. It’s going to be 
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Speaking into a Void 
North Carolina’s paltry hate crime legislation trails the rest of the nation. Now, with the 
blockbuster HB2 fight fully in the rearview, is the state finally ready to expand its 
protections? 
 
In the winter of 1990, a 32-year-old woman went missing. By the time the authorities found 
her, her body was hardly recognizable. 
Talana Kreeger’s murderer was Ronald Thomas. The man worked as a truck driver, 
delivering fruit to schools in the town of Wilmington, North Carolina. Thomas met his victim 
at Park View Grill, a now-defunct lesbian bar. The night had started innocently enough: 
Thomas reportedly met Kreeger while he drank beer and played pool with the owners. 
It was just hours after meeting Kreeger that Thomas would offer to give her a ride to a nearby 
restaurant—in the course of which, a heated conversation about Kreeger’s sexual orientation 
led Thomas to steer off course to the middle of the woods, where he disemboweled her and 
left her to die. After the murder, Thomas got back on the road. He broke down emotionally 
somewhere on I-95 and called his minister to confess. 
When the authorities found Kreeger’s body, headlines called it the most horrific murder the 
town had ever seen. The one thing that they didn’t call it was a hate crime. While Thomas 
was charged with, and served, multiple life sentences for the murder, the fact that he had 
specifically targeted Kreeger because of her sexual orientation was never included in his 
sentence. In the eyes of the law, it didn’t matter where Thomas had met her, or what the 
conversation had been about that had led to Thomas’s crime. 
North Carolina is just one of thirteen U.S. states to not include sexual orientation or gender 
identity—along with disability—in its list of recognized classifications for hate crimes. No 
state in the South, including North Carolina, has a hate crime law with specific penalties for 
crimes targeting people who are transgender. 
The most recent data from the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) shows that the rate of 
reported hate crimes is again on the rise, including those against LGBTQ people. In 
response, some lawmakers and activist groups are pushing for a change to North Carolina’s 
law. But in contrast to past efforts, they’re not finding opposition, but rather silence. 
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*** 
Sen. Jay Chaudhuri thinks the third time’s the charm. 
Along with two other Democratic senators, Valerie Foushee and Mujtaba Mohammed, 
Chaudhuri drafted a bill that would include sexual orientation, gender identity, and disability 
in the state’s list of recognized hate crimes. The Hate Crimes Prevention Act would also 
expand on the punishment for hate crimes (changing it from a misdemeanor offense to a 
felony), increase additional sentencing by several years, and require the State Bureau of 
Investigation to both create a hate crime database and institute hate crime-related training 
for law enforcement and prosecutors. 
Although Chaudhuri says he’s committing to reintroducing the bill this legislative session, he 
has yet to do so at the time of this publication. This year would mark the third time he’s filed 
the bill, having previously filed in 2017 and 2019. 
“I don’t see the bill as something that is partisan—it is one that we have seen other states 
pass,” Chaudhuri said. “I think this bill can serve as a model for the rest of the South.” 
The first significant hate crime legislation was passed by Congress in 1871. Known as the Ku 
Klux Klan Act, the law allowed for the suspension of habeas corpus and was used by North 
Carolina governor William Holden to respond to the lynching of Wyatt Outlaw by white 
supremacists in Graham, North Carolina. 
Modern attempts to pass more nuanced hate crime legislation began in the Civil Rights 
Movement and included the 1964 Civil Rights Act—which allowed for the prosecution of 
white supremacists who were targeting African Americans and civil-rights activists—and the 
Civil Rights Act of 1968 (or Fair Housing Act), which made it illegal to “injure, intimidate, or 
interfere” with anyone engaged in protected activities, such as voting, because of their race, 
color, religion, or national origin. 
Hate crime legislation focused on a person’s sexual orientation or gender identity came more 
recently. In 2009, the Matthew Shepard and James Byrd Jr. Hate Crimes Prevention Act 
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expanded the definition of violent federal hate crimes to include those committed because of 
a victim’s sexual orientation. But as advocates point out, very few cases have been 
prosecuted since its passage—just 25 as of 2017. 
At the state level, all but three states—Arkansas, South Carolina, and Wyoming—have passed 
some form of hate crime legislation. North Carolina is among the 10 states whose legislation 
does not include sexual orientation or gender identity among the protected categories. 
For Sen. Chaudhuri, the legislation’s inspiration came in the aftermath of a 2017 murder 
of three beloved Muslim-American students in Chapel Hill. The murder was initially ascribed 
to a parking dispute, sparking national outrage and accusations that authorities were 
ignoring the killer’s religiously motivated hatred. A wave of ongoing activism followed and 
led Chaudhuri to focus on existing hate crime legislation and explore ways to strengthen it. 
“It was the right thing to address the rise of hate crimes, and hate groups, in this state,” 
Chaudhuri said. “Unfortunately, the legislation has only received support from Democrats, 
and not Republicans. My sense is that it, to some extent, reflects the largest position of 
Republicans who fundamentally don’t believe that we should have such laws in place that 
might infringe on free speech.” 
Chaudhuri’s comments allude to the significant blowback that past efforts at passing non-
discrimination statutes and policies have received. The most high-profile effort, in Charlotte 
in 2016, led the North Carolina General Assembly to pass North Carolina House Bill 2—
known as HB2—which, in part, nullified local non-discrimination ordinances. 
National condemnation followed, and many political observers have pointed to the blowback 
as a significant reason for Democrat Roy Cooper’s victory in the 2016 gubernatorial race. 
Today, the fight seems to be subdued. A compromise partial repeal of HB2 ended in 
December 2020, and the law’s restrictions on local nondiscrimination policies are no longer 
in place. Initial efforts at passing new local policies have gone unopposed at the state 
level, though lawsuits are likely. 
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The relative silence around the issue extended to the reporting for this piece. Media 
representatives at the North Carolina Republican Party and the conservative John Locke 
Foundation did not respond to multiple requests for comment about the potential for hate 
crime legislation to advance this session. 
At the debate’s core is a question of effectiveness. Will stronger legislation lead to falling 
numbers of hate crimes? Or will such efforts have unintended consequences? 
Kathleen Bantley, a professor in the Department of Criminology and Criminal Justice at 
Central Connecticut State University, says the data show that hate crime legislation would 
have a strong positive effect. 
“Hate crime legislation is relatively new, compared to other behaviors that have been 
criminalized,” Bantley said. “[When] the government is going, ‘We’re no longer going to 
tolerate it,’ hate crime reporting goes down. We believe that there is that impact.” 
And nationally, hate crime reporting is going up. According to Bantley’s own research, in 
President Donald Trump’s first year in office alone, the number of hate-related incidents, or 
crimes, against Black, Hispanic or Latino, Jewish, Islamic or Muslim, LGBTQ, and female 
populations increased by more than 1,000 compared to the previous year. 
Still, while Bantley and others believe that stronger hate crime legislation leads to greater 
protection, others have raised concerns around whether hate crime legislation may 
contribute to increased rates of mass incarceration. 
“Hate crime legislation is for protecting folks against some type of immutable characteristic,” 
said Ann Web, Senior Policy Counsel of the American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU) of North 
Carolina. “The ACLU supports those bills that protect those such as race and LGBTQIA 
status, but we have to balance that with fairness in application.” 
The ACLU has taken issue with the application of laws like these in the past. In 2018, the 
ACLU criticized the authorities in Pennsylvania for abusing its hate crime laws to punish 
citizens who refused arrest with so-called “ethnic intimidation” towards the officers. 
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“Charging [the arrested] with ethnic intimidation and threatening them with years of prison 
for their words does not make the world safer for anyone,” wrote Mary Catherine Roper, 
Deputy Legal Director for the ACLU of Pennsylvania. “Hate crime charges should be 
reserved for the serious crimes they were intended to address, not used by police seeking to 
punish people for disrespect.” 
In other words, hate-crime legislation has the potential to be used as a tool that 
disproportionately affects people of color. 
North Carolina has already garnered attention for its mass-incarceration rates. One ACLU 
report found that the state’s prison population more than doubled between 1980 and 2016. 
And when it comes to communities of color, one in every 40 Black men residing in the state 
is in prison, and Black people accounted for over 50 percent of its prison population in 2016, 
despite making up just a quarter of the state’s adult population. 
While Web says that the ACLU of North Carolina “will stand with” any hate crime legislation 
that receives support from LGBTQ and disability advocacy groups, the organization wants to 
make sure that any such legislation is intentional in protecting free speech. 
“I think it’s important that North Carolina is a safe place for all North Carolinians, we have a 
diverse state in every possible way,” Web said. “We strongly support efforts to make all 
people feel included and safe.” 
If a bill like Chaudhuri’s does get passed, it would mark a significant step forward—and one 
years in the making, says Ames Simmons, policy director for Equality NC. 
“It’s been challenging for folks in the LGBTQ community, particularly transgender and 
nonbinary and gender-nonconforming people,” Simmons said. “It feels as if we have been 
speaking into a void, year after year after year.” 
When it comes to Chaudhuri’s bill, it’s the mandatory reporting of hate crimes that Simmons 
finds most compelling. 
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“There isn’t much data collected [for LGBTQ people] outside of behavioral risk-factor 
surveys,” Simmons said. “For example, we don’t have information on what the impact of 
COVID-19 has been for the community. If we were able to get legislation for mandatory 
reporting, it would be harder for people to deny that it’s a problem.” 
For Simmons, better data would empower LGBTQ leaders as they fight for better and more 
precise action. Seven openly LGBTQ candidates won local races in the 2020 election 
including five candidates for the state House of Representatives. 
“There’s likely not one answer [to addressing hate crimes],” Simmons said. “The answer to 
those questions needs to be driven to those most affected, at least when we are talking about 
LGBTQ people. Those are not the ones who are making the calls at those tables. We tend to 
see people who hold more privileged identities be more proximate to that power, and they 
don’t always have the best read.” 
The North Carolina General Assembly is in the midst of its long session, a marathon of 
budget and policy bills that often extends well into the summer. Republican lawmakers 
currently have strong majorities in both the House and the Senate. 
But Chaudhuri is hopeful that the bill won’t land on deaf ears this time around. 
“Somehow, with the makeup of the Republican Senate, there will be a hearing of the bill,” he 
said. 
If there isn’t, Web is pessimistic about the implications. 
“If a bill like the North Carolina Hate Crimes Prevention Act cannot get bipartisan action,” 
she remarked, “then that raises some questions about the priorities of our legislators.” 
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North Carolina Still Allows Professionals to Practice Conversion Therapy on 
Minors 
An Asheville protest has drawn attention to the all too legal practice of conversion therapy in 
the state.  
-- 
For 14 months, Seven Atsila’s life was a nightmare.  
The then 15-year-old Waxhaw resident, who was assigned female at birth but now identifies 
as two-spirit, an indigenous term used to describe someone who has both masculine and 
feminine traits, had been struggling with his gender identity along with other behavioral 
issues.  
His parents thought it would be helpful to enroll Atsila at Solstice East, a treatment center 
outside of Asheville for adolescent girls struggling with everything from ADHD and academic 
issues to substance abuse and addiction, in 2015.  
This is where Atsila, now 22, says he was forced to undergo conversion therapy while he 
continued to struggle with his gender identity. 
“I was 10 times worse when I left Solstice East than when I went in,” Atsila says.  
Last week, several Democrats in North Carolina’s General Assembly introduced a bill, House 
Bill 452, to ban licensed professionals from practicing conversion therapy—a blanket term 
for the practice of attempting to alter an individual’s sexual, or gender, identity—on minors.  
North Carolina is one of 30 states in the country that hasn’t banned conversion therapy and 
it took an executive order from Governor Roy Cooper, in 2019, to prohibit state funding for 
entities such as treatment programs and churches that performed the practice on minors.  
“This legislation will move North Carolina forward and help us build a state where LGBTQ 
people are respected and protected, no matter where they live,” said Rep. Vernetta Alston 
(D-Durham), one of the bill’s co-sponsors, in a press release. “Too many LGBTQ people—
especially those who are BIPOC or transgender—experience discrimination and violence in 
North Carolina, and our laws right now leave them vulnerable.” 
Conversion therapy remains legal in every state in the South, with the exception of Virginia, 
which outlawed the practice last year. Democratic legislators and civil rights advocates say 
that the lack of legislative action to ban conversion therapy has allowed, and even 
encouraged, its use in North Carolina.  
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But this isn’t the first time Democrats have tried to ban conversion therapy. A similar bill 
was introduced in the General Assembly last year. It didn’t just fail—Republican leaders 
wouldn’t even give it a committee hearing.  
*** 
“They said that it would be better for our therapy that way,” Atsila says. “That we would only 
be able to heal—and this is what my guide told me—if I took my gender, and set it aside, on a 
bench, and pretended like it didn’t exist so that I could get through all of my other 
problems.”  
Atsila said that four months after leaving Solstice East, he attempted suicide. The 
estrangement from his family also left him homeless for a period of time. Atsila says he 
continues to struggle with PTSD since leaving the treatment center.  
Last month, Atsila and others took part in a protest in downtown Asheville, where they 
recounted years of mental and emotional abuse while in the program. Protesters called for 
the treatment center’s closure. And Atsila, and others, continue to campaign through social 
media and online resources for Solstice East to shut down.  
Three staff members at Solstice East, including its clinical director, refuted Atsila’s account 
of his time there.  
“It’s been really difficult for me to hear these allegations because this is just not that kind of 
place,” Talin Brown, a science teacher at Solstice East, who is also a transgender man, told 
the INDY.  
The group’s executive director, Rick Pollard, also denied the allegations that were brought up 
at the protest.  
“Any practice of conversion therapy is dangerous quackery, which we do not practice, engage 
in or condone in any way and we fully support legislative and policy efforts that prohibit the 
unscientific and dangerous practice of sexual orientation and gender identity change efforts,” 
Pollard wrote in a statement to the INDY.  
*** 
 
With HB 452, even treatment centers accused of performing conversion therapy would 
benefit from legislation that clearly defines what conversion therapy looks like, and provides 
a way for entities to either prove, or disprove, their practice of it. 
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“When we get into ‘A patient says this …’ and ‘A therapist says this…’, that can’t be aired in 
public for confidentiality laws,” says Allison Scott, a director at the Campaign for Southern 
Equality, an Asheville-based advocacy group that works across the South. “But these [state] 
licensure boards, they can do those things. [...] But in order for them to do that, they need to 
have a clear statute, or something, to go by to say this is happening.”  
Scott, who is a trans woman, says that when she was a minor, her parents enlisted their local 
church to perform a form of conversion therapy on her.  
“It was horrible for me at such a young age for people to berate me personally, harass me, 
threaten me,” Scott says. “Even though they never physically did any harm to me, the mental 
assault that I went through was brutal.”  
Part of the difficulty in drumming up support for a statewide ban is that it’s impossible to 
track how prolific the practice is. Nationally, research from the Williams Institute at the 
University of California School of Law, Los Angeles, estimates that 700,000 LGBTQ people 
have undergone conversion therapy, and that another expected 80,000 LGBTQ youth will 
undergo the practice before they reach adulthood.  
Research also shows that four out of five instances of conversion therapy occur at religious 
institutions but that very few churches in North Carolina openly advertise these services.  
The ramifications of conversion therapy can be deadly. A 2020 study from the Williams 
Institute found that lesbian, gay, and bisexual people who had undergone conversion therapy 
were twice as likely as those who had not to attempt suicide.  
Despite these grim statistics, supporters say the outlook for HB 452 isn’t much better than it 
was for last year’s anti-conversion therapy bill.  
“There just seems to be a lot of hesitancy from a certain amount of lawmakers for anything 
that has to deal with client-patient healthcare or LGBTQ issues,” Scott says.  
“The [General Assembly’s] leadership has very tight grips on what bills move, and what bills 
don’t,” says Rep. John Autry, a Charlotte Democrat who co-sponsored the bill.  
Republican legislative leaders did not respond to interview requests from the INDY.   
“I’ve never discussed this with leadership in the House,” Autry continues. “I’ve discussed it 
with other members on the other side. They don’t see the need for it. They don’t see 
[conversion therapy] as a problem, or an issue.”  
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Locked in Committee 
The past decade has seen landmark shifts in public opinion on LGBTQ rights. In North 
Carolina, Republican control has led to a backlogged wish list as advocacy groups work to 




State Sen. Natalie Murdock has spent months sitting on a secret. But as of Tuesday, March 
30, she can finally share it. 
The Democratic state senator is one of the primary sponsors of Senate Bill 396, the Equality 
for All Act. The newly introduced bill would provide statewide protections against multiple 
forms of discrimination—from housing to employment—for North Carolina’s LGBTQ 
residents. 
Although a landmark Supreme Court decision last year ensured that LGBTQ Americans are 
protected from employment discrimination, the protection doesn’t apply to small businesses 
with 15 or fewer employees and North Carolina has yet to enshrine the protection as part of 
its state statute. 
“I want our state to be known as a place where anyone can come to North Carolina and be 
treated with respect and dignity, and not be discriminated against,” Murdock said. “It’s just 
time that we turn the page in North Carolina.” 
Murdock is one of a handful of Democratic lawmakers who introduced legislation this 
Tuesday that would enhance legal protections for the state’s LGBTQ residents. The package 
of bills includes Senate Bill 392/House Bill 452, which would ban the practice of conversion 
therapy on minors, and House Bill 451, which would fully repeal provisions established in 
the state’s now defunct bill, House Bill 2, and its successor, House Bill 142, for good. 
Additionally, House Bill 449 would eliminate both the gay and trans “panic defense,” a legal 
strategy that the LGBT Bar defines as asking “a jury to find that a victim’s sexual orientation 
or gender identity is to blame for the defendant’s violent reaction, including murder.” 
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Similar bills have been filed before. But this particular package is the culmination of a 
months-long partnership between Equality NC, a political lobbying group and the oldest 
statewide organization for LGBTQ rights in the country, and the Campaign for Southern 
Equality (CSE), an Asheville-based organization that advocates for greater legal protections 
for LGBTQ residents across the South. The organizations have worked together on North 
Carolina-specific campaigns, and they’ve often invited legislators to the table. In the past, 
they’ve regularly endorsed political candidates ahead of local and national elections. 
The package—branded under a campaign called “NC Is Ready”—is meant to apply pressure 
at the state, county, and city levels. The campaign was sparked by the expiration of HB142 in 
December, which, among other actions, had banned local governments from passing their 
local anti-discrimination laws. In the months since, multiple municipalities have acted, 
passing new local ordinances. 
The bills—co-sponsored exclusively by Democrats, though they are seeking co-sponsors from 
across the aisle—appear to have full support from Democratic leadership. 
“Today, @NCHouseDems and @NCSenateDems introduced a slate of legislation that would 
codify protections for the #LGBTQ community. NC is ready for LGBTQ 
equality!” tweeted House Democratic Leader Robert Reives after Tuesday’s press conference. 
State-level progress is a long shot, but it would avoid what CSE Director of Impact and 
Innovation Allison Scott calls “patchwork policy.” 
“Patchwork policy is a terrible position to put people in,” Scott said. “No one should ever lose 
their rights driving city to city. If you drive from Charlotte to Morganton, and you can be 
fired in one and not fired in the other, that is not just a problem for the city that doesn’t have 
the law; that’s a problem for our whole state.” 
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Elusive Hearings 
For decades, North Carolina trailed behind other states with legislation concerning sexual 
and gender minorities. North Carolina is one of 15 states that has not repealed its sodomy 
law. As late as 2008, a North Carolina police officer arrested two men under this law. 
The gap widened, however, after Republicans took control of the statehouse in 2010. In 
2012, North Carolina’s voters opted 61 percent to 39 percent to enshrine a ban on same-sex 
marriages and civil unions in the state’s constitution. Just two years later, the U.S. Supreme 
Court ruled in the Obergefell v. Hodges case to legalize same-sex marriage nationwide. 
Recently, efforts to strengthen LGBTQ protections have been met with inaction, with bills 
often receiving the equivalent of the silent treatment. 
Democratic State Sen. Jay Chaudhuri’s hate crime legislation is one example. The bill—which 
would include sexual orientation and gender identity in the state’s list of protected hate 
crimes—and enhance penalties for perpetrators of these hate crimes, was filed in 2018 and 
again 2019. It failed to receive a hearing both times. It’s been introduced for the third time 
this session, and as of this story’s publication, it’s still waiting to be heard by a committee. 
At least two of the newly introduced bills from Tuesday had been previously filed—including 
bills to ban conversion therapy and prohibit statewide discrimination in employment and 
housing. Neither bill received a final vote, an outcome leaders in the state General Assembly 
maintain is normal. 
“There are hundreds of bills filed every biennium and there could be any number of reasons 
why a particular bill doesn't fully advance through the legislative process,” wrote Pat Ryan, 
the deputy chief of staff for communications for State Senate President Pro Tempore Phil 
Berger, in an email response to The Assembly. 
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The volume of bills is certainly overwhelming. “About 80% of the #ncga legislation this year 
seems to be a re-run of something that was debated in 2019/2020 but never became 
law,” tweeted The News & Observer’s Colin Campbell this week. 
But Andrew Reynolds, a senior research scholar at Princeton University and former UNC-
Chapel Hill professor, sees a specific strategy at work with legislative non-response to these 
bills. He says equality legislation is a “wedge issue” that moderate Republicans, out of fear of 
alienating their more conservative colleagues, don’t want to touch. 
“The GOP is driven by gerrymandering and this battle just to win the Republican primary,” 
Reynolds said. “So you have very far-right Republicans, and they’re not gonna pass equality 
legislation. And I don’t think they want to make it a central part of their campaigns. They’re 
just going to block stuff.” 
HB2’s Legacy 
One explanation for why Republicans refuse to touch these bills could rest upon what 
happened after House Bill 2. Otherwise known as the Public Facilities and Privacy Act, the 
sweeping legislation was best known for mandating that North Carolinians could only use 
bathrooms that corresponded with their legal sex as opposed to their gender identity. 
The law prompted national backlash. Big-name companies canceled plans to expand into the 
state, and celebrities canceled upcoming tour dates—which led to an estimated $400 
million in lost investments, along with thousands of potential jobs. After the NCAA 
threatened to make the state ineligible to host championships through 2022, state 
lawmakers repealed the bathroom bill in 2017 with House Bill 142. 
House Bill 142 put the state in a tense standoff. Transgender residents were neither 
protected nor prohibited from using the bathroom of their choosing. And cities or towns 
were prohibited from passing their own anti-discrimination legislation—the spark that had 
initially led to House Bill 2—until the bill’s sunset at the end of 2020. 
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Now that House Bill 142’s restrictions have expired, advocates see a new opportunity to push 
forward, and the NC Is Ready package embodies that hope. But opposition hasn’t gone away. 
Some religious and conservative organizations in the state, like NC Values, have already 
come out in opposition to this new package of bills. 
“LGBTQ activist groups and their allies in the General Assembly have exposed their radical 
agenda for North Carolina by filing these bills,” NC Values wrote in a press statement on 
Tuesday, urging its members to “encourage their legislators not to fall into the trap of using 
government to punish citizens who disagree about marriage, sex, and gender by violating 
their fundamental rights of free speech and freedom of religion.” 
The organization has long been at the center of these fights. After Governor Cooper banned 
state funding for conversion therapy on minors, the organization stated that doing so was in 
violation of North Carolinians’ rights to freedom of speech and religion. 
“[The executive order] violates the Fourteenth Amendment rights of parents to direct the 
upbringing, education, and care of their own children,” NC Values wrote. Just last week, NC 
Values also praised a new bill that’s part of a national trend to ban transgender students 
from playing women’s sports in school. 
But the ground is shifting. Ten years ago, groups like NC Values could point to strong 
majorities voting against proposals like same-sex marriage. Today, large majorities instead 
support increased protection for LGBTQ people, and long-standing debates like same-sex 
marriage are increasingly considered settled. 
In 2019, the progressive Public Policy Polling found that 67 percent of North Carolinians—
including 50 percent of Republicans—supported laws to protect LGBT people against 
discrimination. 
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“Republicans realize that this is a purple state,” Reynolds said. “If you look at the polls, even 
independents and Republicans support non-discrimination on a national level. The public 
opinion has moved even more in favor of equality.” 
For now, advocates may find the most success advancing public opinion and making 
progress at the local level. But that isn’t stopping organizers from continuing to push at the 
state level. 
“The minute we stop doing these [bills] is the minute that we guarantee nothing will ever 
happen,” Scott said. “If we keep bringing these bills up, no matter how many times it takes, 
and putting it in front of our legislatures, it makes them make a decision. They either have to 
recognize that this is an issue that North Carolina, and its people, want to talk about and 




















When I originally decided to embark on my thesis, I had no idea what state the world would 
be in when I finished.  
 
Plans to visit the state’s General Assembly meetings, visit churches and speak face-to-face 
with sources were instantly scrapped. Instead, the vast majority of my reporting took place 
over a computer screen: sources shared their stories with me over Zoom and cried tears of 
pain in recorded phone calls; North Carolina’s legislative website became a frequently visited 
bookmark and I clicked through sessions at virtual conferences, while I sat in my pajamas.  
 
When you plan for the future, there is never a guarantee that it’ll come to pass. And this is 
even more true for journalists: the landscapes we report in are constantly changing, and so 
are the conditions that we are expected to work in. Despite reporting in the middle of the 
Covid-19 pandemic, I was able to produce articles that I am incredibly proud of.  
 
I can truly say that reporting on these stories has changed the way that I view the LGBTQ 
community, especially when it comes to the South. I’ve spent my whole life in cities: I’ve 
lived in Miami, one of the largest in our country, since I was 9 years old, and I had dreams of 
striking it out as a report in New York City or Washington, D.C. Even when I started out 
reporting in North Carolina, I had preconceived notions on what it meant to be queer in the 
South. And as each day of my reporting continued, those notions quickly crumbled. 
 
Although each story I wrote covered three different aspects of the state’s legislation, they all 
operated around a common theme. Despite the legal obstacles that public policy and 
legislation create, LGBTQ residents of North Carolina continue to thrive. My reporting 
always operated on the same conclusion: that legal protections are necessary to live the best 
life that you can – they’re a necessity. But at the same time, these legal protections aren’t the 
only way to examine how the LGBTQ community thrives.  
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In each of the articles I’ve wrote, I’ve challenged readers to contend with how they view the 
South. I’ve challenged them to consider how many queer residents reside in the U.S., even 
outside of the LGTBQ-friendly cities that regularly wave rainbow flags. Members of the 
LGBTQ community are everywhere, and so are their loved ones: this legislation not only 
affects a small subset of the state population, but their children, their families, their 
coworkers and their neighbors. When legal protections are conditional, and when civil rights 
are shaky, it affects the entire collective, not just those that state lawmakers would rather 
believe don’t exist.  
 
The work I’ve done for this thesis has only inspired me to continue to do so. It’s taught me 
valuable lessons on legislative reporting, talking to individuals about serious trauma and 
reporting on communities that I myself may not belong in. One of my biggest obstacles was 
writing about issues that impacted the transgender community, as an individual who is 
cisgender. At the end of the day, no matter how many resources I looked at, or data I read, 
there was no way I would ever understand the specific brand of marginalization that trans 
individuals face. My solution was to make sure that the sources I spoke to who did have that 
experience felt as if their voices were being elevated. I made sure to center their stake in each 
issue, and to do so in a way that respected who they are as individuals. I’m happy with what I 
was able to achieve in a year, and I am happy with the positive feedback I’ve received from 
these sources. At the end of the day, we all want the same thing: to feel as if they are able to 
exist exactly as who we are.  
 
I don’t think I’ve ever worked as hard as I have this year, but that doesn’t mean that this 
thesis came together flawlessly. At the end of the day, there is always going to be a wish that I 
had more time. I wish I could have spent more time pouring over the text of these bills. I 
wish I could have spoken to more people, or reached out to this source. And I think that one 
of the hardest tasks of any reporting is knowing when to let it go. I think that the work I’ve 
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done has just scraped the surface of what there is to say about the LGBTQ community in 
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For 14 months, Seven Atsila’s life was a nightmare. 
The then 15-year-old Waxhaw resident, who was
assigned female at birth but now identi es as two-spirit,
an indigenous term used to describe someone who has
both masculine and feminine traits, had been struggling
with his gender identity along with other behavioral
issues. 
His parents thought it would be helpful to enroll Atsila at
Solstice East, a treatment center outside of Asheville for
adolescent girls struggling with everything from ADHD
and academic issues to substance abuse and addiction, in
2015. 
This is where Atsila, now 22, says he was forced to
undergo conversion therapy while he continued to
struggle with his gender identity.
“I was 10 times worse when I left Solstice East than when
I went in,” Atsila says. 
Last week, several Democrats in North Carolina’s General
Assembly introduced a bill, House Bill 452, to ban licensed
professionals from practicing conversion therapy—a
blanket term for the practice of attempting to alter an
individual’s sexual, or gender, identity—on minors. 
North Carolina is one of 30 states in the country that
hasn’t banned conversion therapy and it took an
executive order from Governor Roy Cooper, in 2019, to
prohibit state funding for entities such as treatment
programs and churches that performed the practice on
minors. 
“This legislation will move North Carolina forward and
help us build a state where LGBTQ people are respected
and protected, no matter where they live,” said Rep.
Vernetta Alston (D-Durham), one of the bill’s co-
sponsors, in a press release. “Too many LGBTQ people—
especially those who are BIPOC or transgender—
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experience discrimination and violence in North Carolina,
and our laws right now leave them vulnerable.”
Conversion therapy remains legal in every state in the
South, with the exception of Virginia, which outlawed the
practice last year. Democratic legislators and civil rights
advocates say that the lack of legislative action to ban
conversion therapy has allowed, and even encouraged, its
use in North Carolina. 
But this isn’t the  rst time Democrats have tried to ban
conversion therapy. A similar bill was introduced in the
General Assembly last year. It didn’t just fail—Republican
leaders wouldn’t even give it a committee hearing. 
For the  rst eight months that Atsila spent at Solstice
East, he says that the center refused to let him go by his
preferred name and pronouns and would punish any peers
who attempted to address him the same way. The sta 
discredited his transgender identity countless times,
Atsila says. They forced him to destroy some of his
gender-a rming garments, including binders, and tried
to make him wear a bra. After con ding in a peer about his
plans to medically transition in the future, Atsila says the
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“They said that it would be better for our therapy that
way,” Atsila says. “That we would only be able to heal—
and this is what my guide told me—if I took my gender,
and set it aside, on a bench, and pretended like it didn’t
exist so that I could get through all of my other
problems.” 
Atsila said that four months after leaving Solstice East, he
attempted suicide. The estrangement from his family also
left him homeless for a period of time. Atsila says he
continues to struggle with PTSD since leaving the
treatment center. 
Last month, Atsila and others took part in a protest in
downtown Asheville, where they recounted years of
mental and emotional abuse while in the program.
Protesters called for the treatment center’s closure. And
Atsila, and others, continue to campaign through social
media and online resources for Solstice East to shut
down. 
Three sta  members at Solstice East, including its clinical
director, refuted Atsila’s account of his time there. 
“It’s been really di cult for me to hear these allegations
because this is just not that kind of place,” Talin Brown, a
science teacher at Solstice East, who is also a transgender
man, told the INDY. 
The group’s executive director, Rick Pollard, also denied
the allegations that were brought up at the protest. 
“Any practice of conversion therapy is dangerous
quackery, which we do not practice, engage in or condone
in any way and we fully support legislative and policy
e orts that prohibit the unscienti c and dangerous
practice of sexual orientation and gender identity change
e orts,” Pollard wrote in a statement to the INDY. 
With HB 452, even treatment centers accused of
performing conversion therapy would bene t from
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legislation that clearly de nes what conversion therapy
looks like, and provides a way for entities to either prove,
or disprove, their practice of it.
“When we get into ‘A patient says this …’ and ‘A therapist
says this…’, that can’t be aired in public for con dentiality
laws,” says Allison Scott, a director at the Campaign for
Southern Equality, an Asheville-based advocacy group
that works across the South. “But these [state] licensure
boards, they can do those things. [...] But in order for them
to do that, they need to have a clear statute, or something,
to go by to say this is happening.” 
Scott, who is a trans woman, says that when she was a
minor, her parents enlisted their local church to perform
a form of conversion therapy on her. 
“It was horrible for me at such a young age for people to
berate me personally, harass me, threaten me,” Scott
says. “Even though they never physically did any harm to
me, the mental assault that I went through was brutal.” 
Part of the di culty in drumming up support for a
statewide ban is that it’s impossible to track how proli c
the practice is. Nationally, research from the Williams
Institute at the University of California School of Law, Los
Angeles, estimates that 700,000 LGBTQ people have
undergone conversion therapy, and that another expected
80,000 LGBTQ youth will undergo the practice before they
reach adulthood. 
Research also shows that four out of  ve instances of
conversion therapy occur at religious institutions but that
very few churches in North Carolina openly advertise
these services. 
The rami cations of conversion therapy can be deadly. A
2020 study from the Williams Institute found that
lesbian, gay, and bisexual people who had undergone
conversion therapy were twice as likely as those who had
not to attempt suicide. 
5/6/2021 North Carolina Still Allows Professionals to Practice Conversion Therapy on Minors - INDY Week
https://indyweek.com/news/northcarolina/north-carolina-conversion-therapy-on-minors/ 7/12
TAGS
NORTH CAROLINA  NC GENERAL ASSEMBLY
CONVERSION THERAPY  LGBTQ RIGHTS  GAY RIGHTS
BY GIULIA HEYWARD
APR. 07, 2021  6:00 A.M.
Despite these grim statistics, supporters say the outlook
for HB 452 isn’t much better than it was for last year’s
anti-conversion therapy bill. 
“There just seems to be a lot of hesitancy from a certain
amount of lawmakers for anything that has to deal with
client-patient healthcare or LGBTQ issues,” Scott says. 
“The [General Assembly’s] leadership has very tight grips
on what bills move, and what bills don’t,” says Rep. John
Autry, a Charlotte Democrat who co-sponsored the bill. 
Republican legislative leaders did not respond to
interview requests from the INDY.  
“I’ve never discussed this with leadership in the House,”
Autry continues. “I’ve discussed it with other members on
the other side. They don’t see the need for it. They don’t
see [conversion therapy] as a problem, or an issue.” 
Editor's note: This story has been updated to re ect that
Talin Brown, the science teacher at Solstice East quoted in
the story, is a transgender man. We apologize for the
error. 
Comment on this story at backtalk@indyweek.com. 
Support independent local journalism. Join the INDY Press
Club to help us keep fearless watchdog reporting and
essential arts and culture coverage viable in the Triangle. 
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